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				Introduction

				by Chuck Klosterman

			

			There are 6 billion humans on the face of this planet. About 2.5 billion of these humans are farmers; another 800 million are starving; an unrelated 18 million more purchased Boston’s debut album. Existence is inherently alienating. However, the overwhelming majority of these unwashed (and semi-washed) minions still share one unifying characteristic, and that characteristic is this: they are all relatively terrible at basketball.

			For chunks and stretches of the early twenty-first century, Paul Shirley has played in the National Basketball Association. The NBA has 30 franchises, and each club carries 12 players; this equates to a fraternity of just 360 people. These are the strongest, quickest, richest basketball players in the world. Even if your census includes (a) super-stars who retired in their prime, (b) the best players in college, (c) any undiscovered hoop geniuses still hidden in Eastern Europe, and (d) every Earl Manigaultesque washout roaming the frontcourts of playgrounds and prison yards, Shirley was (and perhaps still is) among the top 500 basketball players alive. How many people do you know who are in the world’s top 500 at anything? It’s easier to get into the U.S House of Representatives than it is to get into the NBA. But this is what Paul Shirley accomplished. And that’s really weird, because Paul Shirley would never define himself as a basketball player, even though that’s what he scrawls on the bottom of his tax return; he loves basketball, but he despises basketball players. And that peculiar detachment is what makes this book unlike anything you will ever read about professional sports.

			This is not a situation like Paper Lion, where George Plimpton was given the chance to pretend he was a Detroit Lion. It’s also not like Jim Bouton’s Ball Four, because Shirley never contributed to any NBA club as much as Bouton contributed to the Yankees, nor was Shirley particularly close to any of his teammates (when I briefly met the author in 2006, he had the name of exactly one professional basketball player in his cell phone, and I think the dude was Russian). Shirley is neither a dilettante nor an insider; he’s more akin to the most deeply imbedded reporter in the history of sport. Every on-court experience he had was authentic and consequential. Every off-court conversation he overheard was casual and unrehearsed. He has guarded Ron Artest on the perimeter, and he has listened to Amare Stoudemire discuss politics. He did not merely have exposure to basketball culture; he had complete emersion. Yet it is clear that Paul Shirley never became a pro basketball player. He never lost his perspective on the unreality of the NBA. He never stopped being the skeptical, reasonable person that farm kids from Kansas tend to be. He never drank the Kool-Aid; in fact, he openly mocked the Kool-Aid on the Internet. And this probably hurt his career. But it also made him an exceptional and hilarious journalist.

			As stated earlier, Paul Shirley was (and might still be) among the 500 best hoop specimens alive. And that, of course, is an ironic reality. Because we live in a world where everything is relative, Shirley is usually classified as a strikingly mediocre basketball player. This is the deepest insecurity of his life; the pages of Can I Keep My Jersey? are saturated with self-deprecating references surrounding Shirley’s on-court shortcomings and his eternally tendril future. He may have made the NBA, but he is not a confident athlete. He is, however, a remarkably confident intellectual. He writes about racial politics with a clarity that will make some readers uncomfortable. His hatred for religion (and the way it has infiltrated athletics) is on par with Vladimir Lenin. He doesn’t like fans (or fandom) because he doesn’t like stupid people. And he is obsessed with details, probably because the details are pretty much everything.

			There is, I suppose, a glaring paradox to this three-year diary, and it won’t be lost on any serious reader: it often seems as if Paul Shirley did everything in his power to attain a life he never really wanted. The NBA he imagined as a thirteen-year-old had no relationship to the NBA he experienced at twenty-seven. He traveled around the world in the hope of throwing a leather sphere through a metal cylinder, and that never stopped seeming ridiculous. He did everything in his power to become a better player, even though he couldn’t relate to the type of person he aspired to become. It’s a contradiction that even Shirley struggles with; I’m still not sure he could adequately explain why he was so driven to become someone he couldn’t understand. But here’s the good news, and here’s what matters more—it didn’t happen. Paul Shirley never became that type of person, which is why this book exists.

			Like most of the world’s 6 billion humans, you will never be paid money to play basketball, and you will never have access to the rarified humans who do. But the following pages explain what such an experience might feel like, assuming you managed to remain the same person you are right now.

		

	
		
			I always dread the paperwork at the doctor’s office. I know I’ll have to walk the secretary through the spelling of my last name. To save time I usually explain that it’s just like the girl’s name. Then, nodding slowly, I agree that third grade was about the time my classmates realized why that was funny. Which made for three long years of boyhood abuse, since it wasn’t until sixth grade that I developed a grasp of the witty retort.

			But that isn’t the part I dread. I hate the section that asks for employer information. I feel guilty about my response in the box marked “Occupation.”

			I always write, “Professional basketball player.”

			Because that’s what I am. As absurd as it may seem, people pay me to play basketball. Thus, I am a professional basketball player.

			(I use such gravitas. My tone would have been more appropriate if I had written something much more intriguing, like “I am an under-cover assassin” or “I am a ninja.”)

			When I tell someone that I play professional basketball, I know that I will have to provide an explanation. I suppose it is better than many of the alternatives; saying that one is a data specialist rarely stimulates much of a conversation. But my story has always proved to be a difficult one to tell. When a person learns that my job is to put a three-dimensional circle through a two-dimensional one, the next question—invariably—is, “So who do you play for?” My response usually involves some stammering, the shifting of my feet, and some thorough consideration on my part. Much of the time, I don’t have an answer. Although it is fun to make something up, as in “I play for the Tampa Bay…Dirty…Devil…Hawks,” just to see what happens.

			My life—the life of a professional basketball player—is not as simplistic as it appears. I suppose it’s easy to understand the life of an NBA superstar. He goes to practice, collects the biweekly check derived from his multiyear, multimillion-dollar contract, and, generally, knows where he will be from year to year. Likewise, it isn’t difficult to comprehend the life of the college hero who wasn’t quite good enough. He tried it for a year, failed, and quit to become a vice president of the hometown Denison State Bank.

			My story is not so simple. I am the in-between. I’ve played for eleven teams in my four years as a pro. I’ve been at the top, playing in NBA games with three different teams…and the bottom, released or otherwise rejected eight times. But I keep going back. Much like a drug addict, a battered wife, or a guy who thought playing basketball for money, while sometimes maddening, remained a far better alternative to life in a cubicle.

			In the end, I’m a lot like everyone else. I’ve had to prove myself over and over, which makes me no different from a real estate agent, a surgeon, or a garbage collector. (Well, a garbage collector who belongs to the worst union in the world and happens to live in the most waste-disposal-performance-conscious city on the planet.)

			The only difference between my life and everyone else’s? Instead of taking my first job in Peoria, I took one in Athens. Instead of morbidly obese co-workers named Patti and Bernice, my “colleagues” are large men who go by Kobe, Amare, and Viktor. Simply put, my professional life has been a lot like that of most people—filled with ups and downs. My ups and downs have just been a little more interesting.

			My initiation into the world of professional basketball came about in the locker room of the defending world champion Los Angeles Lakers. I was a fresh-faced rookie from Iowa State where—while no star—I had been well known and loved by the crowds who packed Hilton Coliseum to its capacity of 14,092. Standing in the Lakers locker room, I was nobody. Strangely, my introduction to a life of being paid to play a game was much more comfortable than I expected, thanks to a man named Shaquille O’Neal.

			I grew up as a shy kid in a small town. Actually, that’s not really true. I grew up in the country, not a small town, but we all have to claim somewhere as our home. For me, that town is Meriden, Kansas. It is my hometown only by default. My parents raised my brothers and me at the intersection of two unnamed gravel roads. As a child, I was fascinated to learn that the placement of our mailbox governed our address. Our mailbox was on the east side of our property, so I wrote “Grantville” in the upper left corner of my letters to Santa. Had our mailbox been on the north side, I would have written “Meriden.”

			Address confusion notwithstanding, I went to school in Meriden. So when I started my first game as a sophomore at Iowa State, I heard, “and at center, six-ten, from Meriden, Kansas, Paul Shirley.”

			I learned the basics of the game of basketball on a gravel driveway. (I realize that this is all sickeningly quaint. But I can’t go back and make my parents move to the city.) My childhood heroes were of two types. They were either (a) members of the University of Kansas basketball team or (b) Larry Bird. My brothers and I watched the former group play televised games on cold Saturday afternoons, keeping track of players’ statistics in intricately named columns like “Points” and “Fouls.” At halftime, we would report to the basketball goal suspended from the deck and imitate our favorite players. Our ill-advised excursions into the elements invariably resulted in, at minimum, one jammed finger or one basketball to the face. Neither occurrence was especially pleasurable when the air temperature was hovering around freezing.

			By high school, I was a fair basketball player. (Note: That was an example of self-deprecation. It will remain a theme. I was really good. Obviously. I wouldn’t be telling the story of my professional basketball career if I’d been a bad high school basketball player.) I wasn’t able to lead my high school team to a state championship, but we won far more games than the citizenry of Meriden was used to. I remain disappointed by my failure to achieve the ultimate small-town basketball triumph. Without a state championship, my story derails from the hokey, vomit-inducing course it was taking. I’m sure that when the movie is made, a gaudy, yellowed banner reading “State Champs” will hang in the Jefferson West gymnasium.

			And then I went off to college. I was not a hotly pursued recruit, so my options were limited. (Averaging a load of points against tiny schools in northeast Kansas is not a shortcut to a scholarship at UCLA.) Fortunately for me, a man named Tim Floyd saw in me a bargain from which he could hardly walk away. It turns out that I am not a complete idiot; I was a National Merit Scholarship finalist. I don’t even really remember what that means; I think I did well on a test. At any rate, Coach Floyd used my qualifications as a non-imbecile to secure for me a full academic scholarship at Iowa State. The arrangement worked out well: he wasn’t forced to use an athletic scholarship on a skinny kid with potential, and I didn’t have to pay for college. It was a good deal for both of us.

			I survived two head coaches, eleven assistant coaches, forty-nine teammates, and approximately three real dates, and graduated from Iowa State with a degree in mechanical engineering. By the end of my career in Ames, I was fed up with basketball. I told my mother—on a forgettable January morning—that my senior year of college would be my last season of basketball.

			My athletic career at an end, I retired to the woods, where I lived peacefully among the forest creatures, dining on scavenged acorns and pine sap for the rest of my long life.

			And so, it would seem that I’ve reached the end of my tale, in just under four pages. The remainder of the book will be spent in the crafting of knock-knock jokes and haikuy….

			Fortunately for the sanity of the reader (and me), that bizarre departure from reality never transpired. I recovered from my one-day bout with early-twenties angst and allowed myself to be convinced to play a game for money. It was a tough sell.

			When I would shoot baskets in my parents’ driveway as a child, I always dreamed of playing in the NBA. It was an absurd dream—and the impossibility of it was hammered into my classmates and me on nearly any available occasion. I think our high school football coach—who doubled as the calculus teacher—even had a poster hanging on his wall that spelled out a statistical breakdown of how unlikely a job in professional sports was. And he was right. Then again, he did not post a chart specifically for those in his class who would grow to a height of six feet ten inches.

			If I had followed through with my plan to give up basketball after college, my math teacher would have been proved correct. Because I am a stubborn bastard, I couldn’t allow that. And if I had quit after my senior year of college, my little-boy hopes would have been dashed forever.

			Jesus Christ. If that wasn’t the worst goddamned line ever.

			My team at Iowa State was fairly well known on the national stage. I shared the floor with players named Marcus Fizer and Jamaal Tinsley, who would both go on to be starters in the NBA. We won back-to-back conference titles my junior and senior years. At the end of both years, we were ranked in the national top ten. Sometimes, I was a big contributor to our cause. On other occasions, I was simply along for the ride. I spent much of college playing with injuries to various locations on my body and limped, both literally and figuratively, my way to the end of my career. (And a tragic end it was. It came at the hands of tiny Hampton University. Or perhaps it’s called Hampton College. In fact, it could actually be Hampton Technical School. No one had ever heard of the place before it became only the fourth team seeded fifteenth to win a first-round game in the NCAA tournament.)

			When my college days were over, I was invited to play in the Portsmouth Invitational Tournament. My invitation was probably not by virtue of my individual ability. I was invited because I had played on a really good team. In fact, because two of my teammates were also invited to the showcase for college seniors, Iowa State had the largest contingent at the event. In all, sixty-four players are invited every year to the tournament. We were divided into eight teams, and each team played in three games over the course of the weekend.

			I didn’t have much fun playing basketball in college. I enjoyed the winning and the accomplishment of certain goals, but the actual act of playing the game rarely brought about much joy. I took my collegiate career—and myself—entirely too seriously. When I left for Portsmouth, I decided to change my ways and forced myself to let go. In the least-shocking news ever, my plan worked. No longer encumbered by a mind-numbing attention to the implications of every play, I allowed myself to enjoy the game in a way I hadn’t since high school.

			The Portsmouth tournament was a glorified meat market. Agents and scouts—both from overseas and the NBA—swarmed the games like Puerto Ricans at a cockfight. The players involved were generally midlevel; anyone good enough to know that he would be drafted skipped the event and waited for the NBA’s more high-profile scouting opportunities. Obviously, I was not in that category. I needed some help to get my fledgling career off the ground. During the week, I met with two agents who approached me, and I signed with one of them.

			The one I chose, Keith Glass, didn’t sugarcoat his analysis. He told me that he had been pleasantly surprised by my basketball abilities but that life as a white professional basketball player would be a constant struggle. He listed off some of his clients and noted that he generally represented good players who are decent human beings. Since I can often fool people into thinking that I am both, he didn’t have to say much else to convince me that our styles might mesh. Keith told me that he thought I had a chance to play in the NBA but that he couldn’t guarantee it would ever happen. (Something about hell freezing over…) He compared me to one of his clients, a player from Marquette named Chris Crawford, who had just signed a long-term contract with the Atlanta Hawks. In the same breath, he said that such an event wasn’t necessarily likely. (Which is just what I needed—another realist in my life.) But if I fell short of the NBA, it seemed likely that I would find a home in Europe. Keith claimed to have contacts all over that continent.

			After Portsmouth, players who stimulated interest from NBA teams were invited to individual workouts in NBA cities. Some attended as many as fifteen such workouts in the run-up to the NBA draft. Number of scheduled workouts for me: zero. As draft day approached, it became apparent that my name would not appear on the television broadcast of the event. The Cleveland Cavaliers had expressed some interest, but their second-round pick came and went with no fanfare.

			The NBA runs summer leagues as an opportunity for teams to work with draft picks and young players and to try out free agents. A member of the last category, I was invited by the Cavaliers franchise to play with its summer league team in Salt Lake City. I was a nervous wreck when my mother dropped me at the airport in Kansas City. My overriding fear was complete embarrassment—which, now that I think about it, is probably everyone’s main fear when they start something new. So my experience was really no different from that of the guy who goes off to a new job as an investment banker. Fortunately, summer league isn’t exactly the full-on NBA. Or Deutsche Bank. I held my own. In fact, because I was a complete unknown, anything I did beyond successfully putting on my own uniform and/or not defecating in that same uniform was viewed as an improvement on expectations.

			When what I thought to be a moderately successful summer league ended in late July, I returned to Kansas to consider my options. My home was the less-than-glamorous confines of my parents’ basement; I had moved home from college while I awaited the next step in my life. I worked out in Topeka and thought about my future. Keith told me that there were European teams interested. On the opposite end of the career-path spectrum, I had been accepted into the MBA program at the University of Kansas—my default option in case a life in professional basketball did not come calling.

			Just about the time I discovered that the old Nintendo stashed in the utility room was still functional, my life heated up. The Los Angeles Lakers invited me to an individual workout. I flew to LA. When I woke up on the morning of the workout, I was so nervous I could force nothing down my gullet but a piece of Marriott-served honeydew and one-quarter of a cinnamon roll. It proved to be enough food, though, as I became a workout god when I got to the Lakers’ practice facility. If it had been a job interview, the HR guy would have offered over his youngest daughter for abusive sex—I was that impressive. I made shot after shot and picked up exactly what they taught about the ephemeral triangle offense. I left the Healthsouth practice facility on Sepulveda feeling quite good about myself.

			When I got back to Kansas, I learned that my fantastic showing had caused the Lakers to…do absolutely nothing. No training camp invite had been proffered; in fact, the team, for all its on-site affection, seemed lukewarm about my basketball abilities. I was dismayed, mostly because my pre-workout anxiety had caused me to miss out on a free breakfast.

			Fortunately, my other half-assed suitor—the Cleveland Cavaliers—continued to lurk. The team invited me to training camp and, as September wound down, I resigned myself to a trip to Cleveland. I knew that there was very little chance I would make the team, as the Cavaliers had a nearly full roster, leaving little room for interlopers such as myself. Two nights before I was to depart, I got a call from Keith. He told me that the Cavaliers had de-invited me to training camp. He didn’t know why, he only knew that I was now without a basketball destination. I had turned down at least one basketball job in Europe and was getting antsy to begin my “career.” Losing out on my one training camp invite was not the rip-roaring start to the NBA career I had envisioned for myself. I decided to drown my sorrows in a trip, with my family, to my youngest brother’s flag football game. Debaucherous.

			When we got home, a message from Keith was waiting. My fortunes had reversed: the Lakers had called with an eleventh-hour training camp invitation. (Side note: shouldn’t the cliché involve the twelfth hour? The eleventh hour runs from ten to eleven, which makes it a lot less urgent and suspenseful and more just irrelevant.) The Lakers had called without any prodding and had inquired about my availability for their training camp. Because of the Cavaliers’ rejection, Keith was able to tell them that I was, in fact, free to come, and had been so for all of an hour and a half.

			I packed a bag and, once again, got really nervous. I was met at the Los Angeles airport by a limousine. The driver was a nice guy; he told me that he had read my name in the day’s transactions and showed me a copy of the Los Angeles Times sports section. Under “Transactions,” I found the following: “Los Angeles Lakers sign F Paul Shirley.” (F stands for forward.) Of course, my situation looked better to my driver than it did to me. My contract with the Lakers was valid only if I was on the team’s opening-day roster. Since the team was leaving for Hawaii—the location of training camp—the next day, my driver rushed me to the hospital for a physical. After an in-depth examination, I found myself in the team’s locker room, faced with a Lakers jersey with SHIRLEY sewn on the back. Even though it was only a seam ripper away from returning to its normal, uninteresting state, there was something special about the realization that I was the possessor of an official Los Angeles Lakers jersey with my name on it. (Of course, this was all sort of the opposite of the plan. In my childhood vision, the first and only NBA jersey I would ever don would be that of the Boston Celtics. But I wasn’t going to complain.)

			When the mild erection I was nursing subsided, I took note of my surroundings…and a bunch of very large humans who sort of looked like they wanted to kill me. The old version of me would have stood quietly in the corner of the locker room and waited for instructions. But the new edition—the one who had decided that he was going to try to enjoy basketball again—took over. I mustered my courage and walked up to the biggest of the bunch, the most famous active basketball player in the world, Shaquille O’Neal. I stuck out my hand and said, “Hi. My name is Paul Shirley.”

			My whole future seemed to hang in the balance.

			I waited.

			And then he said, with a smile, in that famous gravelly voice, “I know who you are.”

			And I nearly fell to the floor.

			But I didn’t. I said, “Nice to meet you.” And walked back to my locker. The enormousness of the exchange struck me immediately. Shaquille O’Neal, arguably one of the top five most recognizable humans on the planet, had just put me at ease. He didn’t have to. He could have said, “Hi, I’m Shaq,” and it would have sufficed. But he made me feel like I belonged. Maybe he followed college basketball so intently that he actually knew who I was, but I doubt it. It is possible that he had read my name in the transactions page. It could be that he just said it. Whichever it was, I was grateful.

			         

			I lasted three weeks of training camp/preseason with the Lakers. (The term “training camp” is used to denote the time from the beginning of practice until the first regular season game.) Because the Lakers are, well, the Lakers, the team’s first two weeks of training camp were held in Hawaii. I was nearly as completely out of my comfort zone as was possible. I was staying alone in a hotel suite large enough to house my entire family. I rode on the daily bus to workouts with players who will someday be in the Hall of Fame…and their bodyguards.

			Kobe Bryant actually had bodyguards at training camp. (Note the plural.) His personnel would exit the hotel before him, with one man maintaining a lookout position from a balcony above. When he was safely stashed on the shuttle to practice, they would retire to a trailing car. If I had remained completely true to my new philosophy, I would have asked him, “Are you serious? You have multiple bodyguards? You really are one pretentious son of a bitch.” My reticence would come back to haunt me in practice one day, when Bryant blocked a poorly executed shot of mine and, in the process, knocked me to the floor. (Probably due to an uncoordinated recovery on my part, not because of a foul on his.) I found my temporary nemesis standing over me, legs straddling my midsection. He began venting his rage at the gall it had taken for me to challenge the area around the basket with my ill-conceived, pathetic attempt at a basketball shot. The sentence(s) he used included the following words: bitch, ever, don’t, weak, shit, bring, and in here. The order in which he used them remains unclear. I was completely taken aback. I was so confused that I froze. I had no idea why he felt so threatened that he was yelling at me, the white guy who would probably be the first player released. Given it to do over again, I’d have punched him, or at least kicked him in the testicles.

			In general, I was out of my element with the Lakers. Soon after we returned to the mainland, I was released. It didn’t come as much of a surprise. I had done nothing of note during training camp

			After my release, I found the Lakers’ equipment manager in his office. Still dazed by the team’s rejection, I asked him if I could take my jersey home with me. I assumed that my request was a mere formality; my surprise was probably obvious when he said, “No, we’re not a club that does that.” Shocked, I couldn’t even come up with the obvious response: “What the hell are you planning to do with a Los Angeles Lakers jersey with SHIRLEY stitched on the back? I don’t think it will bring much in the way of revenue.” Since I had no experience in the matter, I walked numbly out of his office and found my way back to the storage room that had served as the auxiliary locker room for two of my fellow rookies and me. I grabbed my backpack, surveyed the room’s cache of shoes, and took the first two pairs that caught my fancy. As retribution goes, it wasn’t much, but it seemed appropriate at the time.

			When I got back to Kansas, it took Keith very little time to parlay my brief stint in the Lakers’ camp into a European job. (Any contact with the NBA is like crack to European coaches. I think it helps with public relations to be able to add “former NBA player” to the back end of a player’s resume, even if it is only true by the loosest definition of what an NBA player is.) I left the United States on Halloween to join my new team in Athens, Greece.

			I had very little access to the Internet in my first weeks in Greece. Actually, access was available—I was just too cheap to buy it. In my defense, I had just graduated from college; ten dollars an hour for use of my hotel’s computer seemed like a steep price. (I was going to be cute and convert that to Greek drachmas, but I can’t remember the exchange rate. Opportunity lost.) But I needed to tell someone about the absurdities I was encountering on a daily basis. So I began writing about my experiences, sending my journals home whenever I felt flush enough to fork over some money to the girl at the front desk.

			Eventually, I moved to an apartment complete with a working Internet connection. I had found that I enjoyed the catharsis of writing about my adventures in Greece, and oddly enough, my friends and family enjoyed reading them. So I continued writing.

			After seven months in Greece, I left a beautiful three-bedroom apartment in one of the most chaotic cities in the world and returned to my parents’ basement in Kansas armed with the cynicism provided by a year of professional basketball. I had made a little money, so I could justify to myself the summer workouts with which I tortured myself.

			I was happy with my first year as a professional basketball player. But playing in Greece had not been my goal as a child. As the second fall of my professional career approached, I was determined to find a place in the NBA.

			What follows is the story of the next three years of my professional basketball career. It isn’t a reproduction of my journals verbatim. (That would have been a lazy move.) But it follows that format.

			At the time, I thought my year in Greece would be my strangest ever. In truth, it was the dullest I’ve had since I graduated from college. The miniature cycle of rejection and rejoicing I endured in year number one would be repeated over and over as my basketball career continued. However, the stakes rose as I got better and more well known. (“More” should be taken to mean “slightly more” or even “infinitesimally more.”)

			In the course of the three years chronicled here, I played for eight different professional teams. I went back to Europe—twice—and found myself in the minor leagues exactly two more times than I would have liked. (In a joke that is only funny to four-year-olds, I of course played for two minor leagues.) More important, I made it to the NBA. (Ruined that surprise.) And I figured out that I could play at that level. I even made a basket or two. But unfortunately, not too many more than that.

			Along the way, I learned what basketball could do for me, what it could do to me, and just how little control I had over which of those actually happened.

			And I learned that writing about it all seemed to help me understand it.

			I dislike confusion when I read. I think some writers strive for it. Since this is my book, I will try to avoid befuddling the reader. Thus, even though it makes me feel like the barker for a nineteenth-century production of King Lear, I will set the stage, as it were.

			We find our hero…

			Wait, that was terrible.

			My second year as a pro started in training camp with the Atlanta Hawks. I had a better chance with the Hawks than I’d had the year before with the Lakers. But I was by no means a shoo-in for a roster spot.

			Now let’s pick it up with me in Atlanta, as I wrote about it back then.

			But more clearly, and with editing.

		

	
		
			YEAR 1

			September 15

			My home here in Atlanta is a hotel connected to the CNN Center—the epicenter of the world of cable television. As such, one would think that I have a plethora of televisionary options to fill my non-basketballing time. Not so. I think I have two channels that are not somehow related to CNN. And I doubt that either of them is going to show the Kansas City Chiefs game that I am fixated on watching, if only because it would breathe some normalcy into my current existence.

			I’m here trying to make the Atlanta Hawks. My days are filled with basketball workouts, obsession about the repercussions of those workouts, and avoidance of the out-of-doors—strangely, it’s really hot in the South. My chances of success in this endeavor weren’t great to start with. (Chances of making the team, that is. I’m pretty good at staying inside.) However, I’d feel better about my odds of making the team if I had the use of all of my digits.

			I should explain.

			My brother Dan volunteered (was coerced) to take me to the Kansas City airport. As I robustly tossed my duffel bag into the trunk of his teal Grand Am, an as-yet-unidentified metal protrusion in that trunk nearly tore off the top of my right index finger. I said, “Darn it,” and went back inside to patch myself up before he drove me to the airport. Obviously, worse events could have befallen me—a car accident, a tornado, or a raging case of syphilis each would have caused me far more strife. Nonetheless, I could have done without an additional hurdle in an already uphill climb.

			My seemingly insignificant injury resulted in a condition wherein I now occasionally have no idea where a basketball will go when it leaves my hand. Which would have been fine had I not been bound for an NBA training camp. (Additionally, I am struggling to type the letters Y, U, H, J, N, and M. So perhaps I should amend the previous statement—stenographer’s boot camp would have been a challenge as well.)

			Most players in the NBA do not fight for their jobs each year. Generally, they have guaranteed contracts—often for multiple years. For one of those players, training camp is merely the season’s beginning. That player endures the twice-daily practices safe in the knowledge that he will be on the team for the entire year. Because the team has already committed to paying him a salary for the season, it would make no sense to release him. I have never been the player in the example.

			Most teams maintain one or two open roster spots and allow players like me, who will jump at the chance to make an NBA team, to fight among like-minded souls for the remaining slots. (Note: it is not an actual fight…although that would make camp more interesting. I envision gladiator-style arena battles for the final roster spot, audience participation, a vote at the end…it could work.) The team guarantees the combatants nothing more than a per diem and a fair shot. It is debatable how fair that shot really is, but at least the per diem isn’t bad—$95.

			The difficulty in wrangling even an unpaid NBA training camp invitation amazes me. Last year—my rookie season—I had to fly to Los Angeles for a two-day tryout with the Lakers before they would commit exactly zero dollars for my training camp services. This year, I needed to impress the Atlanta Hawks coaches in yet another tryout setting. To this end, I went early in the fall to a two-day workout with the Hawks in order to fight for a position as low man on the proverbial totem pole. While I was there I played well enough that the team invited me to training camp, starting October 1.

			Camp with the Hawks will be populated by several players in a like situation—guaranteed nothing and hoping to remain on the team through the madness that is two-a-days, preseason games and practices that seem—and might be—make-or-break. If I manage to survive the laid-back atmosphere and find a roster spot on the Atlanta Hawks when the first game of the actual season finally arrives, I will have accomplished the most outlandish goal I’ve ever had—to play in the NBA. Not that I’m taking this too seriously or anything.

			I spent the summer loosely affiliated with the Cleveland Cavaliers. Again. The NBA holds a brief summer league each year. Although summer league teams play under the banner of NBA teams, only a few of the players on each squad wind up playing for the team in the winter. The summer league is a chance for a team’s personnel to get an early look at players they drafted, young players who may be in line for a longer contract, and jackasses like me who are hoping that someone watching might take a liking to what they see. I played quite well in the NBA’s summer league in Salt Lake City, but Cleveland wasn’t interested in paying me to play for them during the season. (Such is my assumption, anyway; I think I would have noticed the six-year contract if it had arrived in the mail.) I surprised the Cavaliers’ coaching staff by keeping pace with one of the team’s new toys—their first-round draft pick, Carlos Boozer, of Duke fame. As I displayed my basketball wares alongside fellow free agents, rookies, and near-rookies, it was apparent that I belonged on the court. But the team drafted Boozer and so has a vested interest in his future success. Consequently, he returned to Cleveland safe in the knowledge that he had a shiny two-year contract that would pay him roughly $1 million. I returned to Meriden, Kansas, safe in the knowledge that I had a lopsided bed in my parents’ basement and access to my old high school gym from ten to eleven every morning. I played far better this summer than last but—as seems to be the trend in my life—had nothing more to show for it.

			When I went to training camp with the Lakers last year, I thought there was a 5 percent chance that I would make the team—odds similar to the survival rate after a diagnosis of pancreatic cancer. This year with the Hawks, that probability has improved to 20 percent. (Lymphoma.) Neither number is sufficient to warrant heavy action in Las Vegas, but it is encouraging that the trend is not the opposite one. (Source: my own warped view. I have no evidence to back up my statistical claims.)

			After passing my late August audition with Atlanta, I returned to Kansas and continued the workout routine that I had embraced for most of the summer so that I would be prepared for training camp. The Hawks offered to let me join the team’s pre-preseason training sessions anytime after Labor Day. I would have rather stayed in the warm uterus of the heartland, but the Hawks’ offer was not one to be spurned by an unguaranteed free agent who has never played in the NBA. To that end, I packed and prepared for an indeterminate amount of time in Atlanta.

			I spent my first two days here in Atlanta participating in a mini-camp with the Hawks. The NBA recently decided to allow such events sporadically throughout the summer and fall so that each team can get together for extra work and/or confirm that none of its respective players has been recently incarcerated. Since my mini-camp experiences with the Hawks, my time has been consumed by individual workouts and pickup games while we prepare for the beginning of training camp in two weeks.

			Mini-camp consisted of laid-back practices where, according to NBA rules, the drills could not go beyond three-on-three. So the two days ostensibly were not too difficult. However, it always re-surprises me that such a high level of concentration is required if one wants to have any success at the NBA level. The slightest wandering of the mind—especially when one is trying to learn a basketball system or philosophy from scratch—makes catching up a challenge. Over the years, I have come to understand that there are two intelligence-level options among basketball players: (1) A player can be relatively intelligent, and so can concentrate for long periods of time, or (2) he can be a Neanderthal. In the latter case, a coherent thought rarely sails through the participant’s brain. The relative emptiness inside that player’s cranium makes it easy to focus on simple activities. For example, when one has no other worries, the instruction “Put ball in basket” becomes a fairly easy command to follow. The rest of us are balancing the need to call about health insurance, concerns about our dinner plans, and confusion about our purpose on this earth. Meanwhile, the moron already scored and is pointing to the sky on his way back down the court.

			Surprisingly, many NBA players fall into the former category—the smart-guy group. I make note of the unrecognized good fortune of the idiot only because I am envious. Such ease of focus has been demonstrated to me by many former teammates; it proves maddening for me to admit that it is so effective. The proverbial blank canvas, perhaps. For better or worse, I fall more easily into the category of the relatively intelligent soul. Thus my need for extreme concentration at all times, if only to dumb myself down. What a waste of brain cells.

			September 22

			Late this week I signed a contract with the Hawks, which sounds a lot better than it really is. As previously mentioned, my contract is valid only if I am on the team’s roster at the end of training camp. I will admit that it is somewhat intoxicating to sign my name to a contract that states that I will receive $512,435—the minimum yearly salary for a player with my experience. Because I went to training camp with the Lakers last season, I am no longer considered a first-year player—even though I was not on an NBA team during the regular season. The NBA regulates minimum salaries according to years of service. (Which makes it sound like the army. Life in the NBA is decidedly dissimilar to life in the armed forces.) I now qualify as having had one year of that service, so my salary escalates according to a preset scale. Unfortunately, that financial boon isn’t quite the benefit it would seem to be at first blush. While my potential personal financial gain does increase, the team is required to pay me more than a player who has never been to a training camp, so the system could work against me. I wanted to offer the Hawks some sort of Kevin McHale/Joe Smith arrangement whereby I would return some of the money if those in charge would allow me a spot on the team. But I chickened out. I still do threaten to someday go to the GM’s office and give him my best PowerPoint presentation, entitled “Why Paul Shirley Should Be an Atlanta Hawk.” Some of my key bullet points would include:

			

			• I will never be pulled from the charred remains of a Ferrari at 5 A.M.*1

			• I will never complain about playing time or my role on the team.**2

			• The importance of actually learning the plays is not lost on me.***3

			• I have no illegitimate children for whom I need complimentary tickets.****4

			

			I think it’s a foolproof plan.

			I have been impressed with the work ethic of most of the Hawks. Perhaps the most impressive is displayed by Shareef Abdur-Rahim. As far as I can tell, he is almost always the first player at the gym and he appears to actually work hard. In real-world logic, this would seem appropriate—he is set to make $20 million this year. I have found, though, that basketball logic is usually the exact opposite of its real-world counterpart. Usually it goes that the more money a player makes, the less effort he puts forth. Shareef is a thoughtful guy; we have had a couple of decent conversations—probably more because his locker is right next to mine than anything else. It turns out that he was a collegiate teammate of Kenyon Jones, the other American on my team in Greece last year. In fact, now that I think about it, I believe Kenyon once told me that he owes Shareef some money but, in his words, “I don’t think he’s missing it.” Anyway, Shareef and I were relating college experiences recently. I have always maintained that mine was not exactly a normal collegiate existence, but I can hardly imagine what he thinks of his. He was at Cal for only his freshman year. In essence, since he probably did not stay around much longer than April because he was headed to NBA pre-draft camps and the like, his college experience lasted eight months. Because of his short stay in college, the man is all of one year older than me and is now entering his seventh NBA season.

			(Side note: When talking to Shareef, most people call him “Reef.” I have a hard time latching onto nicknames, so I stick with “Shareef.” I contend that if I wasn’t around for the coining of the nickname, I am not allowed to use it. I think it is sound policy.)

			Our pre-training-camp workouts continue to go about as well as could be expected. As is usually the case, my standout abilities in these situations are showing up early, touching the lines when we run conditioning drills, and staying longer than everybody else. Pickup games? Not my strong suit.

			As I played with the Hawks in an informal setting, I examined the phenomenon of the pickup game in my mind. It is a strange beast, this pickup game, but it seems to follow set rules all through the basketball world. A pickup game can be loosely defined as an informal scrimmage where the number of players is greater than ten, leaving players on the sidelines to “pick up” players from the losing team for the next game. There are no referees, and scorekeeping is done by the participants. For illustrative purposes, we will allow that, in some cases, there may only be ten players available, in which case the same players stay on the floor (and the games get uglier and uglier as the players get tired). Some general rules apply:

			

			1. Teams shall be picked by either the two tallest or the two eldest players participating. A shortage of players should not be looked upon as a hindrance to the beginning of action. If need be, bystander(s) with any level of basketball skill can be drafted, without regard to effect on the level of play. Eligible bystanders include coaches, ball boys, and all bipedal organisms from the class Mammalia.

			2. After teams are established, the members of neither team should in any way differentiate themselves from members of the other team. The concept of “shirts and skins” shall remain just that—a concept. Which isn’t confusing at all.

			3. There shall be, at minimum, two arguments concerning the score. At some point in the game, players will be forced to count up individual baskets in order to come up with an aggregate score for the team. (Understandable; it is easy to lose track when all baskets count as one point and the winner is the first to score the astronomical number of seven.)

			4. No player on the court shall ever know whether the offensive or the defensive player is responsible for calling of fouls. In most cases, the opponent will have taken the ball to the other end of the court before it is established that a foul was called. Here, the player who calls the foul must stand up for his cause. The slightest hesitation or lack of conviction will result in forfeiture of future foul-calling rights, in addition to public ridicule. And manhood-questioning.

			5. Upon conclusion of any one game, if players on the sidelines wish to join the game, they must make a case for inclusion with force and speed. If not, there exists the possibility that the players on the court will “run it back” and start a new game with the same participants as the previous game. When entering the field of play, the new player or players shall select, from the losing team in the previous game, enough participants to fill a new team. At this point, no one shall tell the players who were not selected of their gross ineptitude. Instead, they will be ignored until they make their way to the sidelines, heads held low.

			6. If a number of games to be played has been established prior to the start of play, that number shall be ignored upon arrival at said number. No player shall admit that he is “tired” or that he “needs to do something else” or that “the games have deteriorated into nothing more than full-court layup drills” for fear of being viewed as weak in body and spirit.

			7. Nothing resembling a coherent offensive plan will be employed on the court. Instead, players will limit themselves to a strict regimen of bad shots and ugly play at all times.

			8. The author of these rules shall, at all times, participate in pickup games with the overriding goal being the avoidance of the shaming of his family’s name. He realizes that this is not a ticket to success and promises to try to find a better outlook. Next week.

			

			I played in a pickup game with Dominique Wilkins recently. He is some sort of “special assistant” for the Hawks, so is often lurking around the practice court. More accurately, the Hawks keep him on the payroll in the hope that prospective ticket buyers will associate his former glory as a player with the potential glory of the current regime. At one of our recent workouts, we did not have ten for a pickup game (see Rule 1 above), so Dominique jumped into the fray. He didn’t stretch at all—he simply walked onto the court and started playing. During the game, I was not party to a single highlight-worthy dunk. But I didn’t leave disappointed. No matter the outcome, I got to play in a legitimate basketball game with Dominique Wilkins. As a kid, I used to watch on television as he would shock even his own teammates with his on-court acrobatics. Ten years later, we were sharing a court.

			Sometimes even I realize that my life can be amazing.

			September 29

			Workouts continued this week. Formal training camp finally starts in a couple of days with a practice here in Atlanta, followed by an inexplicable trip to South Carolina for three days of practice. (Feels like escape-from-the-wives time for a particular coaching staff.) Upon reentry into the greater Atlanta region, a few practices will be had before the first preseason game. This geographically diverse activity will bring me closer to knowing my fate with the Hawks. I don’t know the exact date that those in charge will decide who will occupy the team’s roster spots, but the more practices I can get under my belt, the closer that mysterious day will be. And that is good. I mean, this state of mind—no earthly idea of where I will be for the year—is fun and all, but I’m willing to let someone else try it.

			As camp begins, my mental and physical condition are both good. (Apparently, I am the Terminator now. Mental and physical condition: good. What a jackass.) My attitude is the time-worn, clichéd, “nothing to lose” one. Unfortunately, I think it applies in this case. My chances of actually making the team waffle between poor and very poor, but I will put everything I have into the opportunity; I don’t know if I will do this un-guaranteed training camp thing again, so I will “leave it all out there” as best I can.

			(Apologies for the hokeyness of that paragraph. It would appear that I have lost my mind. I probably could have written, “Blah, blah…I’m going to try hard to make the team.”)

			October 6

			There is a somewhat obscure movie called Gattaca that stars Ethan Hawke and Uma Thurman. Gattaca is about a future in which every person’s destiny is preordained based on the genetic potential he displays at birth. It is one of my favorite movies. The plot follows the life of a man named Jerome who, it has been determined, will rise only to the level of laborer but who wants more than anything to defy his birth and become an astronaut. In order to do this, Jerome buys another man’s genetic identity. In the end, he fools everyone around him into thinking that he belongs in his station in life through all manner of tricks involving faked blood and urine samples. Jerome does not have some of the capabilities of his colleagues, forcing him to put an extraordinary amount of effort into anything he does.

			I was reminded of the movie a few times this week during my first few practices of training camp. On more than one occasion, I asked a teammate what he thought of practice. He would invariably reply, “Oh, piece of cake. How about you?” Meanwhile, I was actively considering that my effort to make the Atlanta Hawks is the most idiotic thing I have ever attempted. Instead, I replied with, “Um, it was okay.” The movie has a happy ending, wherein Jerome realizes his dream and becomes an astronaut. I will continue to hope that such is the case here. (The realization-of-the-dream part, that is. I don’t want to be an astronaut. Very cramped existence.)

			Actually, when compared to some of the torture I endured in college, Hawks’ practices are not nearly as terrible as I make them out to be. In fact, so far, the use of curse words in a violent manner has been limited, no one has questioned my testosterone levels or familial origin, and I have not once been made to run a sprint over again because some moron did not touch a line on the court. I suppose that practices are made difficult if only because I—as I have mentioned before—must maintain a rather high level of concentration in order to have any chance. Also, the players are moderately large and strong and tend to balk when I suggest that they get out of my way.

			October 13

			During one of our first preseason games, I found myself on the court with Shawn Kemp. He was wearing an Orlando Magic uniform, which was odd—Shawn Kemp will always wear a Sonics uniform in my mind. But the strangest aspect of Kemp’s appearance was not his uniform. It was what was under it. Shawn Kemp is huge. And not huge like tall and strong—huge like Oliver Miller. Huge like Chris Farley, post–Saturday Night Live and pre-overdose. Kemp is listed at 280 pounds in the media guide, but he looks a lot bigger than that. I think they weighed him on the moon.

			And so another rung in the belief system ladder is destroyed. Shawn Kemp was the “Manchild”—the high-flying power forward who was the anchor to my entire NBA Jam dynasty. (Best basketball video game ever made.) Now he has been reduced to lumbering up and down the court like a drunken brontosaurus, holding on to the glory days so that he can support the gaggle of children he has fathered. (And, to be sure, this is no large Mennonite family. In fact, I’m sure there is nothing even remotely familial about the situation.)

			We won the game against Kemp and Co. by twenty-five points or so—not that anyone cares. Preseason games serve only as a chance for the coaches to try out new plays on unsuspecting foes. Players who know they will be on the team for the whole year use them to slowly work back into game condition. Players like me just hope to get into the game.

			I was sent into the game late in the second quarter, which was encouraging because, after the first ten players, I was the next one in. I was a bit spastic in my first-half action. In a move that will surprise no one who saw me play in college, it took me all of four seconds of game action to commit my first foul on Tracy McGrady as he flew toward the basket. In good news, I settled down for some garbage minutes at the end of the game. It’s the little victories that keep me going.

			We’ve played three preseason games. The home game against the Magic was followed by a trip to Florida for a return engagement, which we lost by ten. Once again, I did not play until the end of the game. (It seems that I’m really making an impact.) After returning from Orlando, we flew to Indianapolis for a game with the Pacers, which we lost by two. I played the last six minutes of that game and did a good job of doing what I was supposed to do. (Story of my basketball career—I pretty much do what the coaches tell me to do; anything beyond that might be an iffy proposition.) While in Indiana, I ran into a former college teammate, Jamaal Tinsley, who plays for the Pacers. We had a meaningful, in-depth, thirty-second conversation and then both went on our way. We are not close. In fact, I consider very few of my college teammates to be good friends of mine. My college experience wasn’t quite what I expected it would be, which is sad. I have met players who were very close to their college compatriots. I am always quite envious.

			I have to take the blame for some of the emotional distance between myself and my fellow alumni. When I was in school, surviving in both basketball and class was much more important to me than anything else and so completely dominated my life. I rarely went out—I didn’t have time. Resting for the next practice or studying to keep up with the über-dorks who were the bane of my engineering existence took up most of my discretionary hours. Of course, I didn’t have much motivation to hang out with my teammates. Many of them were only short-term additions—one guy survived all of six weeks before giving up and going home. And a large percentage had few interests outside of basketball, with the distinct exception of the chase of the Iowa-bred sorority girls who had never seen a black person before.

			Jamaal is the starting point guard for the Pacers. I am happy for him, I suppose. While we will never attend PTA meetings together, I would not have had some of the success I now enjoy if not for his contributions, so maybe I shouldn’t be so hard on him. (And by my “success,” I mean “questionable success.” Or perhaps “burgeoning success.”) Now that I have reasoned this all out, maybe our next talk will last an extra minute.

			Aside from my own personality flaws, there is a veritable catalog of reasons I don’t get along particularly well with my fellow basketball players. Religion and stupidity are near the top of that list. Shockingly, those with a severe case of the latter often develop a strong belief in the former. The result is never a good one.

			The religious fervor of athletes continues to amaze me. It is a phenomenon I have observed for years. Unfortunately, it seems to be worsening. I am surrounded by Bibles, crosses, and tattoos with religious overtones. My problem with all of this dedication to religion is the blatant hypocrisy inherent to it. I have known many a basketball player who will rarely miss saying grace before a meal but who will also give no second thought to cheating on his wife on a road trip. (I’ve vaguely heard of these commandments that religious people embrace. I feel like there’s something about adultery in there.) In the same vein, the player with the “Only God Can Judge Me” tattoo is often the first to find the sports page so that he can read what the beat reporter thought of his last game.

			The omnipresent Bible scares me as well. I recently noticed that a teammate of mine carries a copy of the Good Book in his car. I cannot imagine the scenario wherein biblical guidance would be helpful while driving: “Well, I don’t know if Route 79 connects to this road or not. But it sure is a good thing I brought my Bible—I think there was something about that in the second chapter of Corinthians.”

			In other news from the imbecilic front, the following was an actual occurrence in a locker room during a recent halftime: A teammate of mine asked the trainer for something to spray in his nose because of some congestion therein. (Congestion is my word, not his. Aren’t I an elitist ass?) The trainer told the player in question that the best he could do was an oral decongestant. The player furrowed his brow, and said, “Oral? What does oral mean?” It was no sex joke, either. He truly did not know what the term oral meant.

			And another example to drive the point home: After we landed in Indiana, a different teammate, a kid fresh out of the University of Houston, followed me down the stairs from the private 737 the Hawks own—conspicuous because of the gigantic Atlanta Hawks logo painted on the side. When we got to the tarmac, he realized that he had left something on the plane. He thought for a minute and then asked me, “Are we taking the same plane back to Atlanta?”

			It’s shocking that I don’t spend more time with my teammates. They have so much to offer in a conversation.

			October 20

			I probably ought to define what it means to “get dunked on.” (Side note: I usually avoid the use of colloquialisms and slang because reading them makes me want to suck on the barrel of a shotgun. Here, though, the term is the least offensive of the available options.) To get dunked on is to attempt to block the dunk of an opposing player…and fail. To watch a player dunk the ball from near the basket is not to get dunked on. To remove oneself from the play by ducking out of the way is not to get dunked on. (It is to be a pussy, but “being a pussy” is not the subject of the current debate.)

			Most of the time, getting dunked on occurs according to a prescribed order. A defensive player (for the purposes of this exercise, I will call him Paul) notices that a teammate has just been beaten to the basket. Paul’s innate basketball sense tells him to help his teammate protect that basket, so he rotates toward the goal. At this point, the Fates have measured his length of string; the end result is decided, depending on two things—how late he has arrived and how good his opposition is. (Read: how much higher than Paul he can jump.) But Paul doesn’t know that the result has already been determined—his basketball pride tells him that there is still a chance. He arrives at the moment that may or may not haunt him for the rest of practice. He makes the unconscious decision to challenge the opposing player. He jumps, hoping that his Dikembe Mutombo moment is at hand. The dunker realizes that Paul has arrived at the scene of the crime in a cable-repairman-like manner (late) and sends the ball through the rim, leaving Paul flailing like a marionette whose ropes have been cut. With some luck Paul survives the experience without further insult, such as a foul call or an injury caused by the ball’s impact with the top of his head. Regardless of his physical and basketball well-being, the emotional scars will remain with him for the remainder of the day. His teammates—noble comrades that they are—will be sure to help him through the difficult time by reminding him frequently of his ineptitude.

			Immediately post-event, Paul trots in as stoic a manner as possible back down the court, pretending that what just happened did not. In the locker room after practice, he may even try to deny that the event ever occurred: “No, man, I wasn’t even in that play.” Or “Oh, he didn’t dunk on me; I got out of the way.” Bad form, Paul. The experienced player takes the high road, admits that it happened, and leaves the locker room with much haste, hoping that the next day will bring with it some amnesia on the part of his teammates.

			I discuss the fundamentals of the dunk-on because I was a party to the wrong end of the experience in a recent practice. It was ugly. It hadn’t happened in a while; I had nearly forgotten what it is like. (Remember, I played in Greece almost all of last year. The players there are decidedly more ground-bound.) The feeling returned in a hurry. The offending party was the oft-mentioned Shareef Abdur-Rahim. He put a wicked back-door cut on the player guarding him and, just as described above, I came over to help my fallen comrade.

			Unfortunately, my arrival was a late one. After it happened, my pride and my chin both really hurt. I resolved to show no weakness, but then someone noted aloud that I was bleeding all over the court. The trainers opted for some newfangled skin superglue instead of stitches, so Shareef’s elbow has given me a memento by which I can remember the event when I am shaving for the rest of my life.

			Of course, that I am around to be humiliated on the basketball court is not the worst turn of events. So far, three players have been released by the Hawks—leaving four of us free-agent types on the chopping block. Unfortunately, it is likely that the team will get rid of all of us, but I am glad that I still inhabit my hotel room above Centennial Park. (Six weeks now—a new same-room record for me.) Beats being the first one cut.

			I speak from experience. One year ago in the Lakers’ training camp, when Dennis Scott and I were ushered into the basketball offices, I was the first to be wrestled into the guillotine. Head coach Phil Jackson and general manager Mitch Kupchak made up something about how much they had enjoyed having me in camp, and then I asked them what I could do to improve my chances of playing in the NBA. They told me to consider taking up water polo, and I went on my way. But at least Dennis Scott was there. At one time, he held the record for three-pointers in an NBA game. Of course, by the time I knew him, he weighed about 275 pounds and could barely tie his own shoes, but I prefer to dwell on the positive so as to feel better about myself.

			After our first spate of preseason games, we members of the Atlanta Hawks played in two more meaningless encounters—in Alabama, of all places. I suppose the Hawks organization is trying to expand its fan base. However, their target audience appears to have been poorly chosen. I’m

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					 	
						
					
				

				
						
						
					 	
						
					
				

				
						
						
					 	
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					 	
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

				
						
						
					
						
						
					
				

			


			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			To my father, Ken, for telling me to use the backboard; to my brothers, Dan, Matt, and Tom, for being my best friends; and to my mother, Jane for everything else
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